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Leading with Meaning: 

DEVELOPING POSITIVE 
THEORIES OF READING

The act of seeking meaning leads each one of us to pick up a book, news-

paper, or magazine or to read a blog or Facebook post. We read for enjoy-

ment, to learn something new, to relax, to connect, and to get lost in the 

written word. These meaning-driven experiences with texts are universal and 

not unique to profi cient adult readers. Chrisie’s daughter Aubrey, like many 

young readers, is drawn to books in similar ways. At two years old, Aubrey 

has learned emotions and body parts from hearing lines like, “I love your 

happy side, your sad side, your silly side, your mad side” and “I love your 

fi ngers, and toes, your ears, and nose” in I Love You Through and Through 
(Rossetti-Shustak 2005). She bounces up and down as she enjoys the rhythm 

and rhyme in Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? (Martin Jr. and 

Carle 1996). She shrieks in fear for the family in Going on a Bear Hunt when 

they approach the dark cave and the narrator describes the bear (Oxenbury 

and Rosen 1997). Daily interactions like these have led Aubrey to fall in love 

with  reading  and keep her climbing into Chrisie’s lap multiple times a day 

chanting, “Mama, book! Mama, book!”

Many children enter school like Aubrey, seeing themselves as readers 

from the start. But for some, like Winston, a fi rst grader, this identity starts 

to dissipate once they begin doing the print work for themselves. Winston 

doubts he is a successful reader, often saying, “I can’t read” or “This book 

is too hard.” To Winston, the reading he does at school seems to be different 

from the reading he experiences with his parents at home. The motivation and 
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meaning that drive him to talk incessantly about snakes after hearing I Don’t 
Like Snakes (Davies 2015) as a bedtime story slips away and his confi dence 

is diminished when he reads books at school.

Classrooms are full of students like Winston and Aubrey, as well as chil-

dren with a range of language and literacy experiences. We teach learners 

who excel as readers and we teach learners who are at the beginning of their 

English-language journey. We see students who fi nd challenge in process-

ing visual information at basic levels, and those who are reading Cynthia 

Rylant’s Poppleton (1997) series in kindergarten. Regardless of their level of 

profi ciency, all of these children seek to construct meaning and feel success-

ful as they go about their day, and it’s our job to make sure that happens. The 

joyful experiences of reading with our own children, and memories of being 

read to as a child, guide us to lead with meaning when we read with children 

in the classroom.

A multitude of school opportunities offer joyful encounters to understand 

texts: shared reading, interactive read-aloud, guided reading, independent 

reading, revisiting mentor texts, and creating relevant texts during writing 

workshop. Within each of these instructional methods, our actions as teach-

ers can affect how students use their natural drive to seek meaning. This book 

takes a close look at one teaching component, guided reading, and narrows 

the scope even further by exploring how to plan the book introduction and 

facilitate the discussion segment of the lesson. We believe a well-crafted 

introduction has the power to guide readers in beginning to actively construct 

the meaning of the book even before they begin to read. This active construc-

tion of meaning before and during reading leads to authentic discussion after 

reading, which keeps the experience enjoyable and allows readers to negoti-

ate meaning together.

Guided reading is a mainstay in comprehensive balanced literacy class-

rooms. It’s a critical step in the gradual release of responsibility to students 

as they move from high levels of teacher support (e.g., interactive read-aloud 

and shared reading) to a low level of support (e.g., independent reading). In 

guided reading

 ● groups are small, dynamic, formed to address the needs of readers 

in the class, and adjusted as necessary based on the progress of 

each student;

 ● the teacher selects an appropriate book for the group—not too 

hard and not too easy, offering the right amount of instruc-

tional challenge;

POWERFUL BOOK INTRODUCTIONS2
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(continues)

 ● after the teacher orients the group to the book through the introduc-

tion, every child independently reads his or her own copy of the text 

while the teacher listens in and provides varying levels of instruc-

tional support;

 ● the students and teacher engage in discussion of the text once it’s 

been read; and

 ● the teacher responds to the needs of the group with a teaching point 

that strengthens or extends the students’ reading processing system, 

which is often followed by brief word work.

The elements of guided reading, when driven by responsive decision 

making from the teacher, prepare students to read successfully and lead them 

in the direction of understanding the text as deeply as possible. Responsive 

planning and teaching during guided reading is every bit as challenging as 

it is powerful. (See Figure 1.1 for professional texts that have guided our 

thinking in these areas.) Our intent in this book is to address these challenges 

by helping teachers develop habits of mind for planning that keep meaning 

at the core of instructional decisions. Let’s begin by uncovering the child’s 

perspective to explore how our actions might position readers. Then we can 

consider ways to shape our actions to positively affect how students view the 

act of reading.

Figure 1.1 

RESOURCES FOR READING INSTRUCTION

Assessment
Running Records: A Self-Tutoring Guide by Peter Johnston (2000)
Running Records for Classroom Teachers by Marie Clay (2000)
The Literacy Teacher’s Playbook, Grades K–2 by Jennifer Serravallo 
(2014)

Assessment in Perspective: Focusing on the Reader Behind the 
Numbers by Clare Landrigan and Tammy Mulligan (2012)

Guided Reading 
Guided Reading: Responsive Teaching Across the Grades by Irene 
Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell (2017b)

Chapter 1  • Leading with Meaning: Developing Positive Theories of Reading 3
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(continued )

Teaching for Comprehending and Fluency: Thinking, Talking, and 
Writing About Reading, K–8 by Irene C. Fountas and Gay Su 
Pinnell (2006)

Making Teaching Points
Prompting Guide, Part 1 for Early Reading and Early Writing by Irene 
C. Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell (2012)

The Reading Strategies Book: Your Everything Guide to Developing 
Skilled Readers by Jennifer Serravallo (2015)

Talking About Text
Comprehension Through Conversation: The Power of Purposeful Talk 
in the Reading Workshop by Maria Nichols (2006)

Academic Conversations: Classroom Talk That Fosters Critical 
Thinking and Content Understandings by Jeff Zwiers and Marie 
Crawford (2011)

Working with Struggling Readers
When Readers Struggle: Teaching That Works by Gay Su Pinnell and 
Irene C. Fountas and (2009)

One Child at a Time: Making the Most of Your Time with Struggling 
Readers, K–6 by Pat Johnson (2006)

Catching Readers Before They Fall: Supporting Readers Who 
Struggle, K–4 by Pat Johnson and Katie Keier (2010)

Teaching Struggling Readers: Using Brain-Based Research to 
Maximize Learning by Carol Lyons (2003)

WHAT’S READING ABOUT? A CHILD’S PERSPECTIVE

Academics have explored theories of reading instruction for decades. The 

complexities of these theories have added layers to our understanding of 

reading instruction and uncovered more questions for us to explore. Here 

we explore the theory that the reader—each individual student in our class—

holds about what reading is, the purposes of it, and how engaging with text 

serves personal purposes and goals. We want to study how a child’s own 

theory affects how he or she reads and learns to read.

POWERFUL BOOK INTRODUCTIONS4
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The theory a child holds may indicate how deeply he or she will engage 

in reading both in and outside of school and may determine how often he or 

she independently seeks out reading or perseveres with engaging yet chal-

lenging texts. We become concerned when students view reading as being 

“done to them” or as something they do because it’s required rather than 

because it serves their own purposes. Supporting the whole child as a reader 

means considering each child’s view of reading and in turn determining how 

our interactions may positively or negatively affect that view.

Kath’s literacy coach once asked, “What is the child’s theory of reading?” 

This question helps us interpret a student’s reading behaviors to reveal his or 

her current reading theory. Some children, like Aubrey, may enter school 

with a solid understanding that books are pleasurable and full of meaning, 

that readers talk about books they love, and that readers have opinions about 

books and favorites they like to revisit. Others, like Winston, may think that 

school reading just means getting the words right or remembering all the 

events to retell to the teacher. Classroom and testing situations, home interac-

tions, bedtime stories, discussions of ideas—each scenario has the potential 

to contribute to a child’s theory of reading, positively or otherwise, regardless 

of intention.

As teachers, we have control only over what goes on in our classrooms. 

As such, how we engage children with text—how we listen and respond to 

them—contributes to their identities as readers (and as writers and learn-

ers) and to how they perceive what reading can do for them. Even how we 

introduce a book or set up a conversation about a text contributes to a child’s 

evolving theory. Recognizing that power is as exciting as it is daunting.

HIERARCHY OF MEANING

During a coaching session a few years ago, Tina Henry of The Ohio State 

University scribbled on the back of her notepad and then held up a quick 

sketch to illustrate Marie Clay’s (1991) hierarchy of written language (see 

Figure 1.2).

Chapter 1  • Leading with Meaning: Developing Positive Theories of Reading 5
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Figure 1.2

HIERARCHY OF WRITTEN LANGUAGE

_______________________________

_______________________

________________

________

___

_

She then explained that the top line represents the meaning of the entire 

book, the next line represents meaning at the chapter, scene, or page level, then 

the paragraph, the sentence, the word, and the letter. Ultimately, the purpose 

of reading is to come away with an understanding of the text as a whole (the 

top line). As profi cient readers, how we construct meaning of the “top line” 

is not linear. We may start with an idea of the greater meaning, move down 

to work within a subset, and then shift back up to the bigger picture. We con-

stantly return to larger, more comprehensive units of meaning. For example, 

working to fi gure out an unknown word, we may reread to regain the meaning 

of the sentence and then put it in context of the whole book. Similarly, a char-

acter’s series of actions in a scene (the second line) can reveal the motiva-

tion of the character, which is central to the meaning of the entire story (the 

top line). In Henry and Mudge in Puddle Trouble, when Henry whispers to 

Mudge that he needs to pick the snow glory that his parents told him not to, 

we recognize the tension of wanting something badly and not being able to 

have it (Rylant 1996). So, we empathize with Henry’s decision to succumb to 

the urge to take what he shouldn’t have. Understanding this scene contributes 

to our understanding of how Henry’s character develops in the whole story. In 

this way, readers work to use the smaller bits of information to appraise their 

understanding of the whole. As teachers, we keep this hierarchy of written 

language in mind while interacting with students so that the fi nal outcome 

for them is to comprehend at the top line. (We will refer to the hierarchy of 

written language throughout the book.)

POWERFUL BOOK INTRODUCTIONS6
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BOOK INTRODUCTIONS: DOORWAYS TO 
MEANING-MAKING

Powerful introductions serve as doorways, leading students down the path of 

actively constructing meaning. Effective book introductions ground readers’ 

thinking and teach them how to use meaning to develop a rich understanding 

on their own.

Recently, when our division’s central offi ce was reorganized, we had new 

opportunities to collaborate with colleagues we’ve never met. On one such 

project, Suzanne was paired up with Stephanie. Beforehand, she was told 

that Stephanie was smart and professional, that she was calm, that she lis-

tened well, and that she thought about how things fi t into the bigger picture; 

in short, that she would love working with her. Because Suzanne had not yet 

met Stephanie, this “introduction” shaped her fi rst impression. During their 

initial meeting, Suzanne was on the lookout for evidence of the attributes 

she’d been told about. As it turned out, Stephanie was every bit as profes-

sional and intelligent as described. With each subsequent encounter, Suzanne 

was tuned to Stephanie’s sparks of intellect and professionalism, which goes 

to show how much introductions work to shape thinking in powerful ways.

Learning how to strategically plan for book introductions will expand 

our understandings of texts, the reading process, and teaching moves. While 

it would be convenient to pick up a teacher’s guide and deliver a prescribed 

book introduction, the most important element—the students sitting before 

us—would be missing from the equation. Reading progress sometimes pla-

teaus when we follow a scripted plan based on the text, rather than including 

each of the students’ unique strengths and needs in the planning. 

The other important element in the equation is the teacher. Our decisions 

affect how we interpret reading behaviors, select texts, use language to guide 

students, and more. Though preplanned, introductions must retain an element 

of improvisation, with teachers making in-the-moment tweaks in response to 

what the students say and do. These interactions

 ● shape the learners’ theories of reading,

 ● focus on meaning,

 ● support problem solving,

 ● promote deep thinking, and

 ● foster discussion with others.

Chapter 1  • Leading with Meaning: Developing Positive Theories of Reading 7
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Let’s think about how our teaching language and conversational moves 

shape students’ fi rst impressions of text. We’ll start with a hypothetical tradi-

tional interaction, more of a “picture walk” than a book introduction, between 

a teacher and a group of fi rst graders, and their subsequent discussion after 

the reading.

TEACHER

This is a book called Billy Can Count (Giles 2000). It’s about 
two brothers, Jack and Billy. There’s Jack, who is the older 
brother, and Billy, who is the younger brother. Let’s look at 
the pictures and see what’s happening in the story. (Teacher 
and students open to pages 2 and 3.)

S1 Mom and Jack got the bowls.

S2 There’s yellow, and green, and orange, and blue.

TEACHER Turn to pages 4 and 5. Now what do you see?

S3 She gave spoons to the little boy.

TEACHER

(Turns to pages 6 and 7.) And look what happens here. Jack 
and Billy are setting the table for dinner. Do you set the table 
at your house?

S4 Yeah, sometimes. 

S2

Not really. (Interaction continues to follow this pattern as 
students are asked to look at pages 8–15 and tell what they 
see in the pictures. The last page is kept “hidden” so as not 
to reveal the ending.)

TEACHER

There are a couple of words you need to know before you 
read this book. (Holds up whiteboard and writes and says the 
words looked, bowls, and spoons. Students repeat the words 
after the teacher.) Now you’ll know these words when you 
see them in your book. If you forget, you can look back up 
here and remember. Now it’s time to read to fi nd out if Billy 
learns to count!

Students read the text while the teacher listens in and makes individual 

teaching points. The teacher then reconvenes the group for a discussion.

TEACHER So, did Billy learn how to count?

S2 Yes, at the end.

TEACHER What happened fi rst?

POWERFUL BOOK INTRODUCTIONS8
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